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Introduction

When dynastic rulers first occupied the throne of China, they were known as kings. By the era of the Zhou dynasty, a king was also known as a “Son of Heaven.” Later, when China was ruled by Qin Shi Huang, the leader who united China’s warring states into one country, he claimed a grander title that would reflect his expanded authority: emperor. Qin Shi Huang, the First Emperor of Qin, had chosen a title which suited those who succeeded him, even though they were of other dynasties.

The Han dynasty ruled over a united China from 206 BCE to 220 CE, although within those 400 years, there are other points of division. The Western Han ruled over China from 202 BCE to 9 CE, a tenure that began with the peasant Liu Bang, known to history as Emperor Gaozu. Soon, however, the power of the Western Han rulers began to recede as court intrigue, family ambition and rivalries, and emperors who died without heirs opened the door to men who sought power at any cost, and did whatever they deemed necessary to occupy the Dragon Throne.

For China, the Western Han was a time of expanded Chinese power and influence and territory: Emperor Wu extended the borders of China, bringing Tibet, parts of the Korean peninsula, and Vietnam under Chinese control. In doing so, Wu was able to open up the Silk Road to expanded travel and trade, which reached as far as the Roman Empire in Europe. Confucianism became the official state religion of the country, and the teachings of Confucius would become the spine of the Chinese moral code. Under the Western Han dynasty, there were advances in farming, in the production of iron, in weaving silk and in the creation of a civil service process which sought to recruit government workers based on merit rather than nepotism.

The Han dynasty would become known as one of imperial China’s golden ages. However, the seeds of destruction which were sown in the imperial line were as much a part of the legacy as the glorious achievements which personified the Han successes. In 9 CE, a despot usurped the rightful Han heir to make himself the emperor of the brief Xin dynasty until he too was overthrown. When the Han line was restored in 25 CE, it was known as the Eastern Han dynasty. The line would endure until 220 CE—with its end came the last Han emperor.


Chapter One

China Before the Han Dynasty

“I am Emperor, my descendants will be numerous. From the second generation to the ten thousandth, my line will not end.”

—Qin Shi Huang

The Qin dynasty, which Emperor Qin Shi Huang predicted would last 10,000 years, actually remained intact for only 15 years, from 221 to 206 BCE. Yet by accomplishing the unification of China, the Qin years created a foundation for a golden age to follow under the Western Han dynasty.

Qin Shi Huang was born circa 259 BCE under the name Zhao Zheng in northwestern China, in the Qin state. He was born to the former concubine of a wealthy merchant, and his father was being held hostage in the state of Zhao at the time of the child’s birth. His mother was an ambitious woman who would manage to put her husband on the throne of the state of Qin, which had evolved from a state regarded as barbarous by the more refined and established other Chinese states to the most powerful of them all, thanks to its formidable military and a strong bureaucracy in its government. The governing philosophy under which it operated, legalism, was designed to perform in an authoritarian manner that was contrary to the tenets of Confucianism, which would later become dominant under the Han leaders.

Until Zheng came of age in 238 BCE, his kingdom was under the control of his mother’s lover, Lu Buwei. Upon becoming king of Qin, Zheng exiled Lu, who later committed suicide by swallowing poison. With his rise to his rightful place came a realization that power was his to claim and a willingness to use it. After years of calculated planning, spying, significant bribery, and military success by skilled generals, Zheng was able to overpower his rivals and unite China for the first time in history.

As his imperial name, Zheng called himself Qin Shi Huang or “First Sovereign Emperor” and instituted reforms designed to create a centralized government and avoid the independent states that would challenge his authority. Amongst other things, he required the wealthy Chinese aristocratic families to reside in the capital of Xianyang. Instead of allowing territorial feudalistic power to thrive, he divided China into 36 military districts; each district had its own civil and military administrator. He ordered the standardization of the written language, the laws, and even weights and measures.

The series of fortresses that Qin Shi Huang commissioned in order to provide a defense against the barbarians who invaded from the north would eventually form the Great Wall of China. The construction of a network of canals and roads also began during his reign. It was an ambitious agenda that would hew the rough edges of the country into a more cohesive empire, but it would not be the Qin dynasty that benefitted from these advancements.

For the remaining ten years of his reign, Qin Shi Huang embarked on a series of inspection tours as he continued to consolidate the empire. His travels were not solely concerned with inspecting the fortresses of his realm, however. Qin Shi Huang was consumed with the notion of becoming immortal, and with that aim in mind, he traveled in search of alchemists and magicians who could make his ambitions come true. He may even have traveled to Japan on his quest, but when his journeys brought him no success, he began to bring magicians to his court, even though this action was opposed by Confucian scholars in the kingdom.

Their opposition to the Emperor’s search for immortality reportedly led to the execution of 460 of the philosophers and caused ongoing friction between the Emperor and the followers of the Confucian doctrine. In 213 BCE, all books on topics other than medicine, prognostication, agriculture, the historical records, and the volumes in the imperial library were burned.

During the waning days of his reign, Qui Shin Huang’s survival of three assassination attempts stirred distrust of the people in his court, making him even more isolated. He was on yet another of his many inspection tours in 210 BCE when he died. His tomb, which is now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is an enormous compound carved out of a mountain; guarding the tomb for the deceased emperor in the afterlife is an army of 8,000 life-sized terracotta soldiers and horses.

Qin Shi Huang intended for his eldest son, Fusu, to succeed him as emperor. However, court officials preferred his second son, Huhai, as emperor, convinced they would have an easier time controlling the younger son. Qin Shi Huang had been able to keep China unified under his rule, but after his death, central authority was vulnerable. Fusu was killed, as planned by the influential court officials, particularly by the powerful Li Si, and Huhai was made emperor.

With a weak emperor who was designed to be a puppet, it was natural that the conspirators would fight over which of them was to wield the most power. Zhao Gao promptly had his rival Li Si and his family killed so that he would be the main architect of the government. Sensing the weakness that was dividing the central government, the individual states of China also began to challenge the government. The Chu and Han states declared their intention to become independent.

In 207 BCE, after only three years on the throne, Huhai was killed. His father Qin Shi Huang had been a larger-than-life monarch who controlled his empire by the harsh laws of his totalitarian government and his own personality. When he was gone, the factions that had been dormant during his reign rose again, resulting in the downfall of the Qin dynasty and the extermination of the entire Qin family network by 206 BCE. One faction would rise above the others to found a dynasty that would dominate Chinese culture and power for the next 400 years.

Qin Shin Huang had the misfortune to rule over a dynasty that was overshadowed in length and in accomplishments by the dynasties before him and after him. Much of the details regarding his life came through history via the biased accounts of Confucians of the Han dynasty. Nonetheless, despite the brevity of his reign, the bureaucratic structure that he institutionalized became a defining feature of the governments which succeeded the Qin. It would remain for the new dynasty to reap the benefits of Qin Shin Huang’s accomplishments and build upon them for a greater China, one which would extend its boundaries and engage in trade across the continent.


Chapter Two

The Rise of the Han

“The two most far-sighted and influential political figures in the history of mankind are Caesar, who founded the Roman Empire, and Liu Bang, who founded the Han Empire.”

—Arnold Toynbee

After 800 years of Zhou rule, the 15-year tide of the Qin Dynasty was little more than an interlude, but it set the foundation for the 400 years of Han rule that historians often rank second only to the Zhou in China’s dynastic history. Thanks to Qin Shi Huang’s feat of uniting China, the Han dynasty had a different authority to work with; Han achievements would demonstrate a new and dynamic role for China, a position typified by the creation of the Silk Road, which invigorated trade. The name “Han” would so powerfully imprint itself upon the people that to be Chinese was to be “Han”—the words were synonymous.

The source of this grand rise to fame, the first emperor of the Western Han dynasty, Liu Bang, was born a peasant with a biography which did not herald greatness, in an insignificant village in Jiangsu province on the eastern coast of China, far from the concentration of power at Xi’an. His parents labored in the rice paddies along the Yellow River. Their son failed to achieve any marks of greatness until he passed the civil service test to become a minor official in the provinces. He also married well, allying with Lu Zhi, the daughter of a prosperous country gentleman. Liu Bang had no aristocratic leanings; he was unimpressed by rank and privilege and disdained learning and education, but still, he had ambitions that far exceeded his humble roots.

It was during the time of Qin Shi Huang
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